Legal risks in treating irritable bowel syndrome.
Physicians who treat irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) reasonably seek strategies to reduce the risk of malpractice. They are concerned that, in the absence of laboratory or radiographic markers specific for the disorder, what appears to be a reasonable diagnosis of IBS could lead to a malpractice claim if an alternate diagnosis is later discovered. Physicians need to understand the sources of malpractice risk, and risk management strategies related to these sources, to reduce their exposure to liability suits in this area. This article outlines these sources of risk, or conditions under which physicians may be sued, known as torts. The tort of negligence is covered, including its 4 elements: the duty to provide care to a patient, medical practice below the standard of care, the resultant harm, and the establishment of compensable damages. The concepts of informed consent and vicarious liability are also presented. This discussion is developed within the context of a risk management approach, to assist physicians in developing a preventative approach to malpractice liability when considering the diagnosis of IBS.